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Abstract 
Many sectors of the Australian economy have, in 
recent years, undertaken an analysis of their supply chain 
structures. Each sector has determined the underlying 
technologies to be recommended for use on the basis of 
past practice in that sector and, in some cases, 
international practice in the sector. In this article, the 
authors examine the current role of e-transactions within 
the context of Australian supply chains. 
Our analysis indicates that there is a bifurcation of 
technical choices along the demarcations of XML and 
EDI business solutions. For instance, while Mining and 
Finance have gone the XML route, Wholesale and Retail 
Trade, along with Transport and Storage have chosen 
ED!. Moreover, the Health sector appears to be leaning 
towards keeping both options open to its organizations. 
We argue that two factors will need to be considered 
which will be affected greatly by this parting of the ways 
on the technology issue. One is the concept of 'design 
for supply chain' which involves demand generation 
through joint development of new products and the flow 
of material across different supply chain entities. The 
second is the impact of the growth of global trade within 
international economic blocs. 
A natural conclusion is that Australian industry must 
support a merging of ED I and XML standards. 
1. Supply Chains - The Background 
Many sectors of the Australian economy have, in 
recent years, taken on an analysis of their supply chain 
structures. Although this analysis has taken various 
forms, a common approach has been for several large 
organizations, stake-holders in the sector, to band 
together to fund and support study and development. 
Reasons for initiating such projects vary. Faced with 
cut-backs and down-sizing, some companies have 
focused on core competencies and attempt to achieve 
competitive advantage by leveraging their suppliers' 
capabilities and technologies. Exploitation of these 
capabilities is expected to result in 'improvements in 
product quality, quicker' integration of technological 
breakthroughs, and shorter new product development lead 
times' [16], thus also providing a competitive edge over 
competitiors. 
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There is also an expectation of lower transaction costs 
to the organizations involved as a result of improved 
trading processes [12]. This is particularly true where 
businesses at the lower end of the supply chain are not 
currently trading electronically, but might be encouraged 
to do so in order to achieve lower costs. However, there 
are many challenges to integrating businesses' electronic 
systems through a supply chain, and advice on how to go 
about it is difficult to come by. A recent study [8] 
indicates that SMEs greatly underestimate the critical 
success factors. 
Kannan and Tan [9] state that' ... no evidence exists on 
the impact of supplier management on a buying firm's 
business performance.' In their study, they 'examine 
relationships between the perceived importance of 
supplier selection and assessment criteria for items being 
used in production, and business performance.' Included 
in the study are several 'hard' criteria such as price and 
quality, as well as a number of 'soft' criteria such as 
management 'compatibility, integrity and buyer-supplier 
fit. The one supplier assessment factor to correlate 
positively with all performance measures was also 
considered to be least important by the group of 
respondents - all large U.S. firms. This factor was 
information sharing. The authors conclude that 'the 
results suggest the need for further study of buyer-
supplier communication processes. They also suggest a 
need to develop metrics that allow the effectiveness of 
buyer-supplier relationships to be assessed.' 
In this paper, we consider and compare the approaches 
to the information sharing mechanisms, integral to the 
conduct of business within the supply chain, which have 
been recommended in a number of Australian economic 
sector projects. The recommendations appear to be 
essentially one of two choices, resulting in an apparent 
divergence in solutions adopted by inter-industry sectors. 
For this analysis, we have chosen only those sectors in 
which supply chain management has been undertaken in 
an attempt to involve the entire sector. Thus, nine out of 
the seventeen designations of the Australian Bureau of 
Statistics ANZSIC listing are included here: 
B. Mining 
C. Manufacturing 
E. Construction 
F. Wholesale Trade 
G. Retail Trade 
L Transport and Storage 
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J. Communication Services 
K. Finance and Insurance 
o. Health and Community Services 
We discuss the various supply chain management 
projects undertaken within the last five years or so, 
particularly in Australia, and provide a description of the 
information sharing mechanisms chosen. We then 
consider the implications of these decisions in terms of 
cross-sector compatibility. 
2. The Projects 
In this section, we consider supply chain management 
projects in recent years for nine of the Australian 
economic sectors and, in particular, focus on 
eTransaction recommendations anSIng from those 
projects. These are discussed in depth in the CD full 
paper version ofthis paper. 
3. The Cross-Sector Issues 
We have seen above that Australian industry sectors 
have generally taken one of two paths when instituting 
technical solutions to their cross sector business: a choice 
between XML and EDI. 
The question remains: for those companies who must 
work cross-sector, and for those who do business on the 
global scene, how large is the barrier imposed by the use 
of two separate and very different schemas? 
Bandfield and Nichols [71 point out that 'Supply chain 
members will increasingly need to improve coordination 
not only in the area of demand replenishment, but also in 
the area of demand generation through joint development 
of new products. . .. Anequally important benefit of this 
collaboration is the increased standardization and 
simplification of product designs that can lead to a 
"design for supply chain" approach .... Design for supply 
chain extends the concept· of "design for 
manufacturability", which refers to the process of 
simplifying product designs to allow easier manufacture 
and assembly, to the broader scope of the entire flow of 
material across different supply chain entities.' 
Thus, these authors imply that in order for supply 
chain management effectiveness to move to 'the next 
level', the technical ability to work seamlessly across 
sectors must be in place. 
On another level, they note that global trade "is 
increasingly taking place within blocs, such as the 
European union, the North American Free Trade Area, 
and other regional groups. . .. the bulk of international 
trade takes place in materials and intermediate 
components. Global corporations will ship semi-
manufactured products between their own facilities or 
from suppliers to assembly plants and distribution 
centers. The trend toward global supply chains has been 
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fueled by needs for centralized research and 
development, the development of homogeneous markets 
and global products and global market segments for many 
products, the need for economies of scale in specific 
industries, wage differentials between advanced countries 
and other less developed countries, and political efforts to 
maintain low tarrifbarriers." 
They raise a number of important questions about 
global supply chains and their management, arguing that 
the crossing of international boundaries must necessarily 
impact business strategies. One of the specific questions 
not posed is the issue of technology, and whether it will 
be possible to integrate different business technologies 
across global supply chains. 
It is clear to the present authors that the technology 
may well be one of the most significant barriers to the 
development of any economy past national boundaries. 
The problem of interoperability has already been 
recognized by several major players. Microsoft, as part of 
a 'module map' for reshaping business software [1], has 
plans to develop software for small to medium-sized 
businesses which is 'fully interoperable and 
interconnectable'. One of the biggest problems faced by 
companies who have invested large amounts in expensive 
software is to get it all to work together. While this 
sounds as if Microsoft has solved the XML versus EDI 
problem, this is not the case. Microsoft is using XML to 
enable web services via their .NET system. Sun and IBM 
have taken up similar strategies, Sun One and 
WebSphere, both based on XML. 
The UCC was, from its inception, a proponent of EDI 
and in 1996, at the urging of a number of commercial and 
industrial sectors, conducted a study to determine the 
feasibility of merging severat different existing 
implementation guidelines into one. The positive 
feedback from this feasibility study resulted in the 
development of an Industrial/Commercial purchase order 
based on the United States EDl ASC X12 national 
standard, and in November 1997, the UCC became the 
management and administrative body for llC ED!. 
The priorities of early EDI standardization were in the 
areas of customs, commerce and transport. Europe and 
the United States developed EDI solutions independently. 
The European version, EDIF ACT, included accounting 
functionality while ASC X12 did not. In contrast, the 
aims of XML were to be non-proprietary and self-
describing, and flexibility rather than standardization was 
a main goal. 
With the strong push in the business world to the use 
of XML, the link between EDI and UCC is founded on a 
set of Business Messaging Standards based on XML, and 
this is consistent with the move to interoperability of ED I 
and XML via xeBL and XRBL. The EDI standards 
committee X12 along with UN/EDIFACT are now 
working on Next Generation EDI based on XML, which 
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appears to focus only on internal financial and managerial 
reporting. 
4. Conclusions and Recommendations 
In choosing technical standards to support supply 
chain management, a number of Australian industry 
sectors have chosen to go with XML based standards 
while others have gone with ED!. While recent 
developments have seen a significant improvement in 
interoperability between these two standards, the cost of 
the interface remains high. 
In order for Australian commerce to remain 
competitive in a global environment, where increased 
standardization and simplication of product design are 
expected, the technical ability to work seamlessly across 
sectors and national boundaries is an imperative. 
In addition, the move to trading within and between 
geographic and political 'blocs', reSUlting in global 
supply chains, must inevitably lead to an integration of 
business technologies acros large sectors. 
To enable Australian business to stay abreast of these 
global moves, the authors therefore propose the 
development of a universally and freely available 
translation scheme between the most recent XML and 
EDI syntax versions organized by the Uniform Code 
Council in conjunction with those sectors which would 
benefit inunediately: Wholesale and Retail Trade, 
Transport and Storage, and Health. Such a translation 
scheme would be an inexpensive solution to the 
interoperability problem and, based on experience of the 
authors [10] could be achieved within two to three years. 
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